Desertification is a relatively new term but it is also an old issue in the European Mediterranean zone corroborated by the abundance of historical references highlighting the concern of different cultures on important land degradation processes in the region. The perception of this issue has been changing through time with periods of more environmental sensitivity and awareness alternating with periods of less attention and sensibility. In recent decades, a conceptual evolution has occurred, passing from a vaguely defined but real problem to a progressive assimilation and clarification of the physical and socio-economical processes involved, their factors, causes and also the impacts and consequences. In February 1994, the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) came into being. The UNCCD dedicates one of its Annexes to the specific problems of affected countries of the Northern Mediterranean region.
INTRODUCTION
Desertification is considered as one of the most serious environmental problems at a global scale. It affects the drylands of the five continents and has strong relationships with climatic change and loss of biodiversity. According to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), "countries located in arid and semiarid zones, or zones prone to flooding, drought and desertification are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change". Changes in temperature, evaporation and rainfall can result in aggravation of desertification in the most critical regions. Furthermore, desertification also influences climatic change as it modifies the hydrologic cycle (humidity, rainfall, albedo, evapotranspiration, etc.) of the affected area. On the other hand, desertification leads to a decrease of biodiversity of ecosystems suffering degradation processes. In fact, the Mediterranean ecosystems threatened by desertification are characterised by possessing a great richness of species, which is drastically diminished when degradation processes act.
The global dimension and scope of desertification processes have the following figures:
Over one billion people affected. In the worst case, people affected by desertification lose the productivity of their land and natural resources and they become forced to migrate to other areas for surviving.
Desertification has a global dimension. It affects 70% of the total dryland surface in the world. In fact, drylands of all the continents are affected by degradation processes leading to desertification. This shows that desertification is an important environmental issue that should be undertaken at global scale.
More than 100 countries affected, mostly underdeveloped but also developed. This points out that desertification is not only a relevant issue on developing countries.
